
Reflections on John’s Letters

Purpose:  To warn against the false teaching that 

Christ had not actually come in the flesh and to 

encourage a lifestyle appropriate for followers of

the incarnate Christ.

Key Truths:  

• Receiving salvation from God results in righteous 

living, and especially in love for fellow believers.

• Jesus was fully human.

• Many who claim to follow Christ are not true 

followers.

• Believers must be ready to examine themselves to

see whether their faith in Christ is genuine.  

• Full assurance of  salvation is appropriate for 

those whose lives give evidence that they are 

living for Christ.     

                                                                                      [Reformation Study Bible p 2032]

 



[From a MP3 recording by Stuart Olyott: https://www.knowyourbiblerecordings.org/1-2-3-john ]
The inspired Apostle John seeks to set forth, what are the distinguishing ‘marks’ of a true 
Christian.  True ‘born again’ Christians have, 3 noticeable, distinguishing, ‘birth marks’, as 
it were.  
In all Christian communities there are a majority who believe they are Christians but are 
not – not God’s Children; not united “in” Christ!
John’s purpose is to enable those who study his letter to determine if they are true 
Christians or if they are not.  [The effect is: many who sincerely believe that they are true 
Children of God: find that they are not, while others who honestly doubt they are true 
Children of God, but find that they are!]  Therefore like all good preaching, this letter 
‘afflicts the comfortable and comforts the afflicted’.  It takes away the assurance of those 
who have no business to assurance and it give assurance to true believers who are 
lacking assurance. 
So John begins (verses 1-4) to explain who is a true Christian. 

  A True Christian – 
 Eternal Life – 
 True Christianity – 

ONLY one who is related to a particular Person!
ONLY found in and with a particular Person!
ONLY exists by the merit of a particular Person!

John therefore starts with this particular Person –  who is all in all of the Christian Faith:  
The Lord Jesus Christ.

1 That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, 
which we looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life— 2 the life
was made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, 
which was with the Father and was made manifest to us— 3 that which we have seen and heard 
we proclaim also to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship
is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. 4 And we are writing these things so that our 
joy may be complete.     (1 John 1:1-4)

As we look into this letter of an inspired Apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ, we see that 
unlike Paul’s letter to the Romans, which builds with each chapter more and more detailed 
theology, John’s purpose is simple indeed.  Just one truth – looked at by many ways.  But 
one truth: who is a true Christian and who is not.  Assurance, which once had, leads to joy!  
Just as a new born baby may have distinguishing ‘birth marks’, the ‘born again’ Christian 
also has three ‘marks’ which distinguishes him from a counterfeit christian.  These three 
marks will be examined throughout this letter.  The first of them in the reading below.

This first mark, which will be developed in future verses to be called: the Moral Birthmark 
(Obedience to God and hatred of sin), is here simply shown as: a certain attitude to sin.

God is light.  God is morally pure.  God cannot consider the slightest departure from total 
purity.  No darkness at all!  So the Christian cannot abide in – that is accept – sin, in his life, 
and expect to be considered a Christian.  This must be our attitude to sin.  Absolutely!

But we can’t do this in practice.  We MUST walk “in” Him – THE light.  Only this cleanses 
us from all sin.  Confess and turn to be (repent) “in” Him.  The Moral Birthmark.

5 This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light, and in him 
is no darkness at all. 6  If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie 
and do not practise the truth. 7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have 
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin. 8  If we say 
we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9  If we confess our sins, he is 
faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10  If we say 
we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.           (1 John 1:5-10)

https://www.knowyourbiblerecordings.org/1-2-3-john


Chapter two continues to develop the Moral Birthmark.  Initially it is shown by the 
Christian’s attitude to sin.  A deep loathing of sin and the desire to be freed from it.  This is 
what John wants for his ‘dear children’.  But the ‘flesh’ is weak and we fail despite our best 
intentions.  Jesus Christ, the Righteous One, bears the consequences and defends us 
before the Father.  His Spirit is joined to our spirit to help us progressively defeat the sin that 
so easily entangles.

And we can recognise that this is happening.  That we have come to know Him 
(experience His Spirit), if we more and more obey His commands.  Those who are not 
learning to know Him show a rebellious nature.  They may claim to know Him – to follow Him
and love Him –  but by failing to obey Him show they are lying. 

For those who obey His Word, God’s love is made complete in them.  And they are 
recognised because they live their lives more and more like Jesus did. The Moral Birthmark: 
Obedience to God and hatred of their sin.

1 My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does 
sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 He is the propitiation for 
our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. 3 And by this we know 
that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. 4 Whoever says “I know him” 
but does not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him, 5 but whoever keeps 
his word, in him truly the love of God is perfected. By this we may know that we are in him: 
6 whoever says he abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.  

(1 John 2:1-6)

John is writing in a context where false teachers have convinced their followers that these 
followers sincerely believe that they are Christians, when they are not.  So his whole letter 
has one purpose: how can you recognise a true Christian?  He explains that there are three 
‘marks’ of a true Christian.  He examines these from every angle and combination 
throughout the letter.  

The first was the Moral mark: Obedience to Christ’s commands.  And now the Social 
Birthmark: Love for true Christians.

A command of Christ that is singled out from the rest.  An ‘old’ command that is throughout
the Scriptures.  But made a ‘new’ command by the coming of Christ.  His coming brought the
‘light’.  The immediate experience of God in Christ.  A love which loved the unlovely.  A love 
which bears any cost.  Christians have this ‘light’.  This experience of God.  And it shows if 
they love of one another – like Christ loves. 

 The New Commandment
7 Beloved, I am writing you no new commandment, but an old commandment that you had from 
the beginning. The old commandment is the word that you have heard. 8 At the same time, it is a
new commandment that I am writing to you, which is true in him and in you, because the 
darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining. 9 Whoever says he is in the light 
and hates his brother is still in darkness. 10 Whoever loves his brother abides in the light, and in 
him there is no cause for stumbling. 11 But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and 
walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded
his eyes.  (1 John 2:7-11)



 John’s reason for writing his letters is the presence of false teachers, even in the very 
early Christian church.   The result has been many sincere members wrongly believe they 
are saved, while the true believers come to doubt their salvation. How is the true Christian 
recognised?

  The true Christian is identified by possessing the three ‘new-birth’ marks:  Moral – 
obedience to Christ and His Gospel; Social – have the same sort of love that Christ 
reveals:  towards other Christians; Doctrinal – believe the truth about Christ.  All related to
the Person and work of Christ our redeemer.

  In the apparent digression of verses 12-14, John points out that all three ‘marks’ are to be
found in all stages of the Christian’s life journey.  The stages are:  New Christians (of any 
age) – ‘little children’; Growing Christians – ‘young men’; and Mature Christians – ‘fathers’. 

Each stage has their own specific characteristics, but these do not take away the essential 
3 ‘marks’:
Little children – know the Father’s forgiveness; Young men – striving for Christ; Fathers – 
long term service.

12 I am writing to you, little children,
       because your sins are forgiven for his name's sake.
13  I am writing to you, fathers,
       because you know him who is from the beginning.
I am writing to you, young men,
      because you have overcome the evil one.
I write to you, children,
       because you know the Father.
14  I write to you, fathers,
       because you know him who is from the beginning.
I write to you, young men,
      because you are strong,
      and the word of God abides in you,
       and you have overcome the evil one.    (1 John 2:12-14)

   But then in verses 15-17: while whoever does the will of God (1st Mark) abides for ever, 
John uses this mark to represent all three of the marks that must always, all, be exhibited 
in a true Christian.  While introducing three other marks:  desires of the flesh (lust); desires
of the eyes (envy) pride in possessions (materialism) which must not be found in the 
believer.  These three marks are the marks of love of the world.  This idol – love of 
anything other than God – can only separate us from God!

Do Not Love the World
15 Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the 
Father is not in him. 16 For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of 
the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world. 17 And the 
world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides for 
ever.     (1 John 2:15-17)



  John writes his letter because false teachers were active (as they are in every age).  The 
result of false teaching, whatever it is specifically, is that sincere people are led to wrong 
beliefs and actions believing that this makes them special Christians – when they are not 
even Christians at all!  
It is possible to recognise true Christians: not infallibly, but generally.  Only God knows for 
sure!  
They display 3 ‘marks’ in their lives.  These marks have become part of their ‘make up’, at 
all stages in their earthly development as a Christian (sanctification).  

  The ‘marks’ are: 1. Moral – Obedience to Christ, through reliance on Him. Not perfectly 
but really; 2. Social –  Christ-like love of other Christians (the members of the ‘body’ of 
Christ –  the Church); and 3. Doctrinal – Content to stay with the truth which was with you 
from the beginning, (1:1) of your Christian life (the Apostolic Doctrine).

  The Third Mark:  Is not magical!  That is you exhibit some special power and that proves 
you are a Christian. Is not mystical!  That is you have had a certain experience and that 
proves you are a Christian.
It is – that you are made able to hold on to the truth (confess) about the Son, and the 
Father.  You have all spiritually discerned knowledge, through the Word and the continual 
anointing of the Holy One (the Holy Spirit ‘in’ you).

  It is because those that leave us – not having shown the 3 marks – prove to be false 
(they are the spirit of the antichrist) by leaving us, that we know that we are in the last hour.
Towards the end of the period of time between the 1st & 2nd coming of Christ!  Christ will 
come again once the full personification of the antichrist occurs. (2 Thess 2)

Warning Concerning Antichrists
18 Children, it is the last hour, and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many 
antichrists have come. Therefore we know that it is the last hour. 19 They went out from us, but 
they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued with us. But they 
went out, that it might become plain that they all are not of us. 20 But you have been anointed by 
the Holy One, and you all have knowledge. 21  I write to you, not because you do not know the 
truth, but because you know it, and because no lie is of the truth. 22 Who is the liar but he who 
denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, he who denies the Father and the Son. 
23 No one who denies the Son has the Father. Whoever confesses the Son has the Father also. 
(1 John 2:18-23)

See also the article:  Divine Love:  Does God Love Everyone?    Reformation Study Bible, 
page 2039
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